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Zen and the Digital Collection Librarian
by James A. Bradley  (Head of Metadata and Digital Initiatives, Ball State University, University Libraries, BL-025, Ball State 
University, Muncie, IN  47306:  Phone: 765-285-5718)  <jabradley2@bsu.edu>
It sounds a bit like an eastern proverb 
— and, to be completely honest, I’m not cer-
tain that I haven’t unconsciously borrowed the 
phrase from one of the many poorly-dubbed 
Kung Fu films I indulge in from time to time. 
Whatever the origins, the concept is simple: 
Flexible matter immediately assumes the 
shape of whatever you pour it into; and even 
a somewhat rigid object will, over time, suc-
cumb to the contours of its packaging.  By the 
same token, a rigid item will simply break if 
forced into a container that is too foreign or 
restrictive. 
I’ve found this maxim to be a true and 
useful analogy in the planning of digital col-
lections.
Bringing an existing “real world” col-
lection, and its accompanying metadata, 
across the digital threshold can sometimes 
be a frustrating process — full of 
promise, but also compromise.  The 
flexibility of both the container 
and the contained must be taken 
into consideration; however, it 
is the collections librarian who 
must remain the most willowy 
— recognizing the shattering 
points of both and finding an 
appropriate fit.
Such was the case of 
the Ball State University 
Architecture Image Collection.  
The challenge to Ball State University 
Library’s new Digital Initiatives program was 
to migrate the visual resources of the Architec-
ture Library into a single online environment 
that would facilitate remote access, advanced 
searching capabilities, and image delivery at a 
resolution suitable for research and classroom 
instruction within the College of Architecture 
and Planning (CAP).
The first step in the conversion process was 
to assess and gather the characteristics of the 
materials to be digitized:
• Approximately 120,000 35mm slides
• Local call number for access purposes
• Group level MArC records that gather in-
dividual slides according to location or site.
The next step was to consider the character-
istics of the desired online collection:
• Slides must be scanned and stored in 
accordance with archival standards.
• Derivative images must be created for 
online delivery.
• The “front end” metadata must be 
user-friendly, containing data fields and 
categorizations that CAP students and 
faculty would recognize.
• The “back end” metadata must conform 
to internationally recognized metadata 
standards and be suitable for Open Ar-
chives Initiative (OAI) harvesters.
• The online collection must be made 
available as widely as copyright will 
allow — so that outside educators and 
the general public may also utilize the 
collection.
With the above survey of existing materials, 
and list of collection goals we began our plan-
ning the collection and drafting workflows.
Content Management
The first task of any digital collection is to 
determine if one should develop or purchase a 
content management system (CMS) to house 
it.  Fortunately, this decision had already been 
made:  prior to the beginning of this project, 
Ball State University Libraries had purchased 
CONTeNTdm to form the base of all collec-
tions in our Digital Media repository.  
As with any turnkey system, CONTeNT-
dm has the disadvantage of already being a 
fully formed container.  Homegrown systems 
are far more advantageous in this regard, and 
can be developed with a specific collection in 
mind for a tailor-made fit.  This being said, 
however, CONTeNTdm is a surprisingly flex-
ible container, and has the added advantage of 
being ready to go practically out of the box.
Metadata
With our CMS in hand, we set about deter-
mining how to utilize the existing metadata.
As previously stated, the 35mm slides were 
already cataloged into group-level MArC 
records, with the title and call number of each 
individual image stored in the 505 field [See 
sample — Appendix A].  So, some program-
ming was developed to extract the data from 
“The container tends to shape the contained.”  
Appendix A — Sample group-level MArC record. 
Art Institute of Chicago (Chicago, Ill.). Grant Park Garden [slide]
continued on page 34
34	 Against	the	Grain	/	February	2007	 <http://www.against-the-grain.com>
Zen and the Digital Collection ...
from page 32
Head of Metadata and Digital Initiatives 
Ball State University, University Libraries 
BL-025, Ball State University, Muncie, IN  47306 
Phone:  (765) 285-5718    <jabradley2@bsu.edu>
Born & lived:  Born:  Flatwoods, KY.  Lived:  Bowling Green, KY (udergraduate); 
Bloomington, IN (graduate); Chicago, IL; Muncie, IN (present).
early life:  Raised in very small town in Appalachian area of Eastern Ken-
tucky.
family:  Wife, mary, and one child, Sylvia.
education:  BFA (Painting and Photography) — Western Kentucky university; 
MIS — indiana university.
firSt joB:  Mowing lawns (12 years old).
firSt joB out of grad School:  Structured Text Specialist (XML) for the 
american theological library association in Chicago, IL.
in my Spare time i liKe to:  Spend time with my family, play with my daughter 
(2 years old this February), visit extended family in Kentucky, visit my former 
neighborhood in Chicago (Wrigleyville/North Center — GO CUBS!). 
favorite BooKS:  roald dahl, patrick Suskind, Stephen dobyns, Kurt von-
negut...
philoSophy:  “Here we are, trapped in the amber of this moment.  There is no 
why.”  (The quote is from Kurt vonnegut’s novel, Slaughterhouse Five.  Jumped 
into mind when thinking about my favorite books.)
hoW/Where do i See the induStry in five yearS:  An increasing role of 
digital assets and increasing interconnectivity.  Interconnectivity being the key, 
we still have far too many untapped resources and “data silos” which must be 














the group-level MARC record and use it to 
create the basis of individual records in a Mi-
crosoft Access database (repeating group level 
information as necessary for each individual 
item).  Additional programming was developed 
to draw inferences and to embellish upon the 
existing data.  For instance, once the site “Chi-
cago, Ill.” is known, other location thresholds 
can be created as well:  Illinois, Midwest States, 
United States, North America, etc. 
Naturally, even the best programming is 
not perfect.  Portions of this conversion must 
be assisted by cataloging librarians, and qual-
ity assurance testing is an absolute necessity; 
however, quite a bit of the work can be auto-
mated.  Thus, through automated scripting and 
human-intervention, the MARC data can be 
crosswalked and expanded into data fields that 
are user friendly, and labeled specifically with 
architecture researchers in mind [See sample 
— Appendix B].
The resulting Access database with “front 
end” user-friendly data fields will be used to 
bulk-upload into our CMS once the scanned 
images are prepared.  Once the data is in the 
CMS, the “front end” metadata set will be tied 
to a “back end” metadata set of qualified Dub-
lin Core elements.  In this manner, our “front 
end” users may utilize the collection with the 
highly granular and user-friendly data fields, 
while simultaneously, our collection will offer 
OAI compatible Dublin Core records to “back 
end” users through a wide variety of metadata 
harvesters, and search engines.
Digital Images
To prepare our images, the architecture 
librarians first pull all of the individual slides 
associated with a given MARC group record. 
The slides are bundled and sent to the library’s 
Digitization Center, where they are scanned 
into high-resolution uncompressed TIFF im-
ages and saved with the individual call number 
as the filename so they can be easily matched 
to the metadata record.  Automatic scripting 
creates a derivative JPEG from the archived 
TIFF, suitable for Internet delivery and class-
room projection. 
Maintaining the copyright protections of 
the images was perhaps the most difficult ob-
stacle to overcome in building this collection. 
Largely, the digitized images fell into one of 
three copyright “levels”:
1. Public:  These images are public domain 
images, orphaned works, and/or Ball 
State University owns the copyright and 
wishes to share the image with the public 
at large.  Anyone, anywhere, may access 
these images.
2. Student:  Ball State University has paid a 
licensing fee for the use of these images 
within the Ball State community, or Ball 
State University owns the copyright but 
wishes to restrict access.  These images 
may only be viewed by students, faculty, 
and staff.
3. Faculty:  Ball State University claims no 
rights to these images, and they may only 
be utilized by faculty during face-to-face 
instruction in accordance with the Teach 
Act.  To insure that fair use provisions 
are not violated, use of these images is 
monitored, and excessive use spurs either 
the securing of licensing for the image, 
Appendix B — Sample CONTENTdm record
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or (as a final alternative) the removal of 
the image from the collection.  
Our CMS, CONTENTdm, does possess 
some internal methods to restrict access on a 
collection-level or item-level basis; however, 
it does not allow for multiple levels of ac-
cess to a single collection.  Complying with 
these copyright provisions was not optional, 
it simply must occur.  If we could not find 
a way to stretch the container, the collection 
would have to be divided into multiple smaller 
collections.
Fortunately, after much head scratching, 
we developed an architecture that would al-
low a unified CONTENTdm collection to 
offer materials to a variety of user types while 
still protecting image copyright.  The solution 
presented itself when our research determined 
that the sharing of thumbnail images within an 
Internet search engine is perfectly legal (see 
Kelly	v.	Arriba	Soft, a.k.a. Ditto.com).  
Thus, we could load the metadata into 
CONTENTdm alongside a thumbnail-sized 
image.  The CONTENTdm record would 
then link out to the larger JPEG images which 
would reside on a separate file server, and ac-
cess would be approved or refused based on 
login using the server controls.  So, regardless 
of copyright, all users may access the metadata 
record and the thumbnail image; however, only 
certain types of users can follow the link to the 
full size image.   
Workflow And Personnel
The workflow of the collection (See Dia-
gram — Appendix  C) is fairly straightforward 
once you understand the reasoning behind 
the parts.  
The Metadata Team works to extract data 
from the group-level MARC files, embellish 
it, and then export the final result to a tab-de-
limited flat file for bulk loading into the CMS. 
Likewise, the Digitization Team scans the 
original slide and archives the TIFF version. 
Automatic scripting takes over from there to 
produce thumbnail and medium resolution JPG 
derivatives.  Finally, the local call number acts 
as a data point that allows for the reunion of 
metadata record to the correct scanned image 
during the upload process.
The ability to have metadata production 
proceeding simultaneously, and independently 
of image digitization has been crucial to the 
success of this project.  Compartmentalizing 
Appendix C — Workflow DiagramZen and the Digital Collection ...
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the work has allowed us to create our digital 
collections with very few new personnel.  Stu-
dent employees handle most of the scanning, 
and existing personnel from various depart-
ments (Cataloging and Metadata, Physical 
Processing, Archives & Special Collections, 
and Library Information Technology Ser-
vices) have been drawn in according to need, 
specialty, and ability to complete portions of 
the workflow.
Additionally, the ability to automate many 
tasks within the process has allowed us to move 
forward with surprising speed.  We are eighteen 
months into the project and our current collec-
tion is nearing 40,000 records — an average of 
five hundred records per week. 
Conclusion
We at Ball State University Libraries 
invite you to view our Architecture Image 
Collection, and any of the other collections re-
siding in our Digital Media Repository (http://
libx.bsu.edu).  Each collection has brought with 
it a unique set of challenges and obstacles to 
be overcome.
When creating a digital collection, some-
times, you can bend the object.  On other oc-
casions, you can stretch the container.  Most 
often, however, you will find you need to do a 
little bit of both.  
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chapters choc-a-block full of important legal 
information.  It’s on my beside table to read. 
Check it out! 
Speaking of which, Audrey Fenner has 
edited a book, Integrating	Print	and Digital	
Resources	in	Library	Collections (The Acqui-
sitions Librarian, no. 35/.36, 2006).  See our 
review, this issue p.54.
Speaking of reading, have been fascinated 
by the recent book, The	Man	Time	Forgot,	A	
Tale	of	Genius,	Betrayal,	and	the	Creation	of	
Time	magazine by Isaiah Wilner (HarperCol-
lins, 2006).  It’s all about Briton Hadden, the 
man who with Henry R. Luce, began Time 
magazine when they were students at Yale. 
Hadden died at the age of 31.  
And this news from the alert Chuck Ha-
maker <cahamake@email.uncc.edu> — From 
Times online (15 February 2007) and an 
